
The Mighty Ocean Circulation and its
Profound Impact on Climate Change

The world's oceans are vast bodies of water that cover around 71% of the Earth's
surface. While we often consider them as mere large bodies of water, they play a
crucial role in regulating Earth's climate. The intricate system that drives this
regulation is known as ocean circulation.

Understanding Ocean Circulation:

Ocean circulation refers to the movement of ocean waters across the globe. It is
driven by various factors, including wind, temperature, salinity, and density
differences. This circulation can occur both on the surface and in the deep ocean.
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Surface circulation is mainly driven by wind patterns. The major surface currents
include the Gulf Stream in the Atlantic Ocean, the Kuroshio Current in the Pacific
Ocean, and the Agulhas Current in the Indian Ocean. These currents transport
warm or cold water across vast distances, which significantly affects regional and
global climates.

Deep ocean circulation, also known as thermohaline circulation, is driven by
differences in water density caused by variations in temperature and salinity.
Deep currents circulate cold, dense water from the poles towards the equator,
and warm surface waters flow back towards the poles. This movement
redistributes heat and nutrients throughout the ocean and influences global
climate patterns over long periods.

The Complex Interaction with Climate Change:

Ocean circulation plays a vital role in regulating Earth's climate by distributing
heat around the planet. The movement of warm water towards the poles and cold
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water towards the equator helps to moderate extreme temperature variations and
maintain a stable climate system.

However, with the increasing global temperatures due to human-induced climate
change, the delicate balance of ocean circulation is being disrupted. The melting
of glaciers and polar ice caps adds large amounts of freshwater, reducing the
salinity of the ocean. This decrease in salinity disrupts the density-driven deep
ocean currents, contributing to changes in regional and global climate patterns.

The altered ocean circulation can lead to unpredictable changes in weather
patterns, sea levels, and ecosystems. It affects the intensity and frequency of
hurricanes, the distribution of marine species, and even influences the
productivity of the ocean's biological communities.

Impacts on Regional Climates:

Ocean currents greatly influence regional climates, having a significant impact on
nearby landmasses. For example, the Gulf Stream carries warm water from the
tropical Atlantic towards the Western European coasts, resulting in relatively mild
winters compared to other locations at similar latitudes. Similarly, the California
Current in the eastern Pacific enhances the aridity of coastal areas and
contributes to the formation of coastal deserts.

Changes in ocean circulation patterns can disrupt these regional climates.
Alterations in the Gulf Stream could lead to colder European winters, while shifts
in the California Current could result in changes in coastal ecosystems and
precipitation patterns along the western United States.

Long-Term Consequences:



The disruption of ocean circulation has long-term consequences for global
climate patterns. With the weakening or potential shutdown of the thermohaline
circulation, the entire climate system could be affected. This could lead to a
cooling trend in some regions, while other areas experience exacerbated
warming.

Additionally, the alterations in ocean circulation affect patterns of nutrient
transport and upwelling, leading to changes in the productivity of marine
ecosystems. This can result in the decline of certain species, impacting both local
economies and global food security.

:

Ocean circulation is a complex system that controls Earth's climate. As climate
change continues to intensify, understanding the intricate relationship between
ocean circulation and climate becomes even more crucial. The disruptions in
ocean currents caused by human activities have far-reaching consequences,
altering regional climates, impacting ecosystems, and transforming our planet as
we know it. It is essential for us to recognize the significance of ocean circulation
and take necessary actions to mitigate the effects of climate change and preserve
the delicate balance of our planet's ecological systems.
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In this chapter, we review the physical processes that create the mean and
variable circulation features along the eastern margins of the ocean basins.
Rather than describing the individual systems, we describe the processes and
their variability between the systems, dividing the discussion into the low-, mid-
and high-latitude regions. We start with the low latitudes, since their signals often
move poleward along the coastal wave guides into the midlatitudes, which are the
well-known eastern boundary upwelling systems. Our treatment of the higher
latitudes is limited to examples from the better-studied NE Pacific Basin (The
Alaska Current).
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